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Art. XII. — Encyclopedia Americana. 

Encyclopedia Americana. A Popular Dictionary of Arts, 
Sciences, Literature, History, Politics and Biography, 
brought down to the present time ; including a copious 
Collection of Original Articles in American Biography ; 
on the basis of the seventh Edition of the German Con- 
versations-Lexicon. Edited by Francis Lieber, assisted 
by E. Wigglesworth and T. G. Bradford. Philadel- 
phia. 1829—1831. 

This work, which has now proceeded as far as the seventh 
volume, deserves to be recommended to the great body of our 
people, as a library of itself ; — cheap, comprehensive, exceed- 
ingly well executed, and of the highest authority. The German 
Conversations-Lexicon, which is properly acknowledged to be 
the basis of the Encyclopaedia Americana, is in fact nothing 
more : a large part of the superstructure, which is made up of 
biography, politics, and history, having been added here ; 
while even the basis, which contained much that was originally 
important, but owing to the progress of time, materially di- 
minished in value, has been greatly improved both here 
and abroad, by the substitution of new and better materials. 
The articles on the subject of English and American law are 
entirely new ; and, with the treatises in the original on Roman, 
German and French law, render the work very complete for 
the historical, and of great use to the professional lawyer. 
Some articles, those, for example, on the subjects of Zoology, 
Mineralogy and Chemistry, have been altogether re-written ; 
while others, including the departments of Political Economy 
and Geography, have been greatly enlarged. Add to this, 
that the subject of American Biography is wholly new ; and 
those who are acquainted with the original German work will 
at once perceive the nature, scope and value of the Encyclo- 
paedia Americana. 

For the information of those who may not be acquainted 
with the Conversations-Lexicon of Germany, either directly, 
or through any of its numerous translations, it may be proper 
very briefly to state a few facts in regard to its origin, history 
and success, which we have borrowed from the preface to the 
work before us. The Allgemeine deutsche Real-Encyklopedie 
fur die gebildeten Stdnde originated with Mr. Brockhaus, an 
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eminent bookseller of Leipsic, who was its publisher and 
principal editor. He called it the Conversations-Lexicon, as 
being a work chiefly designed for the use of persons, who would 
take a part in the conversation and society of well-informed 
circles. The character of the work, however, has been to 
a certain degree changed by numerous improvements, in each 
successive edition ; and its original title has therefore ceased 
to be strictly appropriate. But as the book had become known, 
and had gained its well deserved popularity under that name, 
it was thought inexpedient to change the title. 

The value attached to this undertaking of Mr. Brockbaus 
is evident from the fact, that about eighty thousand copies of 
the work, now consisting of twelve volumes, have been pub- 
lished since 1812 ; besides which, two pirated editions have 
appeared in Germany. There have been, moreover, Danish, 
Swedish and Dutch translations of it ; and a French one is in 
progress at Brussels. More than two hundred contributors 
are enumerated in the preface, most of whom are distinguished 
not only at home but abroad, while many of them are recog- 
nised throughout the scientific and literary world, as among 
the most eminent men of the age. 

' In presenting this work to the public in the English lan- 
guage,' says Dr. Lieber, ' my intention has been, by making such 
changes and additions as the circumstances of this country re- 
quired, to render it as useful and acceptable to the general reader 
here, as the original is in Germany ; and I have cherished the 
hope, that the circumstance of its being an American Encyclo- 
paedia, not merely in name, but as constituting an extensive 
repository of information relating to America, as well as to the 
various branches of general knowledge, would give it a peculiar 
value with that great European nation, whose language and liter- 
ature are the common property of themselves and their descend- 
ants in the United States. 

' In the title-page, this work is stated to be formed upon the 
basis of the German Conversation-Lexicon : and if the reader 
will compare it with the original, and consider the numerous 
additions and corrections which have been made, I hope he will 
not find cause to charge this title with being too pretending. 
My idea of a good American Encyclopaedia has been, that it 
should contain, besides the most valuable portions of the English 
Encyclopaedias, and the topics of peculiar value to an American 
reader, information upon all subjects of general interest on the 
continent of Europe.' 
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It will be conceded by all, who have bestowed any serious 
attention upon the subject, that, however numerous may be 
the Encyclopaedias that have hitherto appeared in our language, 
there is no one, which fully corresponds with this in its prin- 
cipal characteristics, or is &t all likely to interfere with it, if 
this prove what it is designed to be, — a compilation adapted to 
the use of our country and people, as well as of those abroad, 
whoever they may be, that speak the same language, and feel 
interested in the growth of their own distinguishing usages and 
institutions, though transplanted into another hemisphere. It 
may be admitted also, that such a work is needed here, and 
that, if well executed, and placed within the reach of those, 
who, without the ability to procure large libraries, and without 
leisure to use, if they had them, are nevertheless able to ex- 
pend something every year in the purchase of books, and 
sufficiently inquisitive in regard to the subjects which occur in 
the course of their general reading, to desire a more extensive, 
if not a complete knowledge of them. Our citizens, with their 
abundant leisure, their multitude of newspapers, and their oppor- 
tunities for acquiring elementary knowledge, appear in fact, to 
require some such work, more than almost any other people ; 
not excepting the thinking, studious, indefatigable German ; nor 
the shrewd Scot, whose prevailing character is in nothing more 
evident, than in his efforts to add strength to his understanding ; 
nor the sprightly Frenchman, who is hardly ever so illiterate, 
as to be ignorant of the principal writers of his own country. 
A work, which occupies a sort of middle place between our 
newspapers and our libraries, being more deliberately prepared 
than the former, and less expensive and more easily mastered 
than the latter ; avoiding the disadvantages, and uniting the 
benefits of both, at least with most readers, who require sum- 
maries and works of reference, rather than voluminous treatises 
upon the subjects in which they are interested, would appear 
to be singularly well fitted to our wants and wishes. This is 
what the editors of the Encyclopaedia Americana have at- 
tempted to prepare. That there is nothing of this sort within 
the reach of our people now, may be proved by referring to the 
Encyclopaedias now in use ; all of which eve too expensive, too 
bulky, and too learned, or in other respects ill adapted to the 
use of the many. If we turn to Chambers's Cyclopaedia, or 
the Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences, which has 
already passed through several editions; to the Encyclopaedia 
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of Rees, which was re-published in this country, at a very low 
price, but was disposed of by lottery at last, in consequence of 
the magnitude and difficulty of the enterprise ; to the Ency- 
clopedia Brittanica, of which six editions have already ap- 
peared, and the seventh is in the course of preparation, con- 
taining at different times from ten to twenty volumes, with a 
supplement of six volumes by Napier; to the Edinburgh 
Encyclopaedia, re-published in Philadelphia, which must con- 
sist, when completed, of hardly less than forty volumes ; to the 
Encyclopedia Londinensis ; to the Encyclopedia Edinemis ; 
to the Encyclopedia Metropolitana, to consist of twenty-five 
volumes quarto ; and to many more in all the languages of 
Europe : — or if we run over the list contained in the work 
before us, we shall be satisfied, that such works are required 
for the general reader, as well as for those who have libraries, 
and leisure to enjoy them ; and that there is not, as we have 
already said, one in existence, adapted to the wants of our 
people. On reviewing the works mentioned above, no one 
appears to be so well fitted for our purposes, taking all cir- 
cumstances into consideration, as the German Conversations- 
Lexicon would be, if translated for us ; any improvement, 
therefore, upon it, would be entirely decisive in its favor. 
There can be little doubt, that it fully deserves the reputation 
it enjoys. A work, which has passed through so many editions 
at home, and has been translated into so many languages abroad, 
must be, — it cannot be otherwise, — of great value, not only 
in the country in which it ^rst appeared, but in every other, 
where it has been allowed to re-appear. Men do not enter 
into such expensive undertakings without deliberation. They 
are unlike all others ; and they cannot continue, year after 
year, unless they have something else to depend upon, than 
merely popular favor. Perhaps two hundred thousand copies 
of the original work have been distributed through Europe, in 
different languages, since its publication in 1812 ; while pro- 
bably not more than twenty-five thousand copies of the Library 
of Useful Knowledge have been disposed of. This fact alone 
is sufficient to convince us, that this age has produced nothing 
better fitted to the wants of society at large ; to the necessities 
rather ; for its circulation could not have been so extended, 
unless it had been regarded almost as a necessary of life. 

One word in regard to the mechanical execution and price 
of the Encyclopaedia Americana ; for whatever might be its 
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scientific or literary value, if it were badly printed, or expen- 
sive, it would be hardly suitable for us. The price of the 
whole work is thirty dollars, or two dollars and a half a volume. 
There are to be twelve volumes, seven of which are already 
published, each containing between six and seven hundred 
pages octavo. Owing to the dimensions of the paper, and the 
mode of printing, they contain as much as three or four Eng- 
lish octavos of a similar quality, of which the price would be 
twelve shillings sterling ; so that the whole work will contain 
as much matter as from thirty-six to forty-eight English oc- 
tavos, which would cost in this country nearly one hundred 
and fifty dollars. Nor should it be forgotten, that there are 
in each volume about fifteen hundred articles, together with a 
general index. Here then, are nearly twenty thousand articles, 
— abridged treatises, — upon every subject of inquiry to which 
the well informed or the ill informed can possibly have occa- 
sion to refer; and to be purchased at such a price, that few 
indeed, in our country, can have the wish, without the means 
of obtaining the publication which contains them. Six 
cents a week, laid aside for ten years, — or two dollars and 
fifty cents a year, — will furnish every individual with a li- 
brary of his own. Subscribers are found in every part of 
our country, for the Library of Useful Knowledge, and other 
cheap publications ; and the case will be the same, when 
the work is properly understood, with the Encyclopaedia 
Americana. 

The alterations, omissions, and additions, made by Dr. 
Lieber, and the gentlemen associated with him, are, as they 
were designed to be, great improvements upon the original 
work, so far at least as relates to this country. What interest, 
for example, is felt here, on the subject of Heraldry, which 
occupies so large a portion of English Encyclopaedias ? Oc- 
casionally, perhaps, when reading a novel of Sir Walter Scott, 
or examining a Liverpool coat-of-arms burnt into opaque 
china, we might wish for something in the shape of a diction- 
ary, to enable us to look into its mysteries ; but there are few, 
indeed, who would care to purchase or possess a work upon the 
subject. Of course, the place usually occupied by Heraldry, 
in our Encyclopaedias, may be surrendered to something. better, 
in a work which is designed for all classes ; and the editors 
have clone wisely, in excluding it from this. It is another ma- 
terial improvement, that they have gone very largely into the 
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subjects of American law, the natural sciences, political econo- 
my, American history, and American biography ; — subjects of 
vast importance to ourselves, and to those who are to tread in 
our footsteps, and inherit our libraries. On the two last, 
particularly, nothing sufficiently clear, condensed, and satisfac- 
tory, is to be found elsewhere. We have Delaplaine's Re- 
pository, and Sandford's Biography of the Signers of the 
Declaration of Independence, together with a few volumes, 
and only a few, of unconnected individual biography ; and in 
the department of history, we have, perhaps, a hundred vol- 
umes, purporting to be histories of these States, many of 
which are well executed ; but we had before no epitome, — 
no abridgment, — no map of the whole, to which any one may 
instantly refer, without resorting to a capacious library. 

The article, Statistics of Crime, may also be mentioned as a 
particularly valuable paper. We know nothing of the author, 
and have no means of authenticating his calculations with 
certainty ; but from our general impressions, and the data 
within our reach, we are inclined to believe, that he has not 
been led astray by the enthusiast Colquhon, and that he has 
brought together the substance of much close, thoughtful, and 
long-continued observation, made under the most advantageous 
circumstances. Many abridged reports of the House of Com- 
mons appear to be still farther abridged, in this brief and very 
complete summary. If our limits permitted, we should be 
pleased to follow the author through an inquiry so interesting, 
not only to the philanthropist, but to the lawgiver, and the 
philosopher. A very learned paper, embodying in the form 
of principles, maxims fortified by authorities from every 
quarter, and comprehending matter enough to fill a volume, as 
volumes are now made, within the compass of three pages, 
may be found in the appendix to Volume IV. under the head 
of Domicil. We are satisfied, indeed, by examination of 
a number of the legal articles, that no lawyer, certainly no 
lawyer who desires to be acquainted with the Roman law, and 
its numberless European modifications, ought to think his 
library complete, without the Encyclopaedia Americana. The 
article Dyspepsia is a very original and satisfactory treatise on 
that subject. The Zoological and Biographical parts, the first 
prepared by the late Dr. Godman, and the latter by Mr. Walsh, 
are also executed with great ability. 

We conclude with expressing our best wishes for the success 
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of this valuable publication. In order to secure it a very wide 
circulation, nothing more is necessary, than that its character 
should be fully understood, its price known, and specimens of 
its execution occasionally given in our newspapers. Great things 
are doing on every side, in the cause of popular education ; 
but none worthier of the object, none better calculated for the 
safe and certain promotion of it, than the multiplication of 
cheap standard works, the value of which will not depend 
upon the caprice or fashion of the day. 



